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IBSTEICT 

1 Shis paper describes hov the author has used 

children's stories, published in the People's Bepmblld of Chinm# to 
explore the ethnocentriSB in Afierican acadesic social pSYChologf, SThe 
stories are read to students in the anthor's tinder gradiiate classes in 
social peychology^ who then discoss the theses of the storlea* 
Cosparisohs are sade with stories coBsonly available to children in 
this conntry* Major eaphases in therstorles froB China includti (I) 
an eaphasis upon helpfulness and cooperation in the pursuit of group 
goalsi (2) a BlniBlzing of , roles defined by sex ^ age ^ or social 
prestigei (3) the early introduction of children into adu^t roles | 
(tt) error seen as ignorance^ calling for reeducation; rather than 
punishBenti (5) care of personal and group belongings, ^he fregueucy 
of these theses is contrasted^, with their appearance In iBerlcan 
children's, literature » Attention is : then directed to the > cultural 
differences which have been noted^ as these relate rto eBphases within 
areas of interest cobbou to iBerlcan social psychologists • .To date 
attention has Included the yarious psychological needs identified by 
Henry Murray^ with particular attention to the acfaieveBent aotira, 
Maslow's need hierarchy is reexaBined in terBS of the orientation of 
the Chinese stories, and a; siBilar reesaBination is Bade of 
Kohlberg's stages of Bora^ dewelopBent^ (luthor) 
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Abstract 

Teaching the Cultural Biases of Social Psychology 



David Cole to ERrC AND ORaANIZATtCNS OPiRATlNQ 

UN Oi R AGmMENTi WITH THE NATIONAL JN^ 
_ STITUTi OF iOUCATlON FURTHER M^Q- 

Occidental GollegS OuCtion ouTSini the gmo atSTEM ri- 

OUIRil ^RMISSION OF THE CO^Y^GHT 

This paper daacribas ho^ the author has used children *s stories publlshad 
In the Peopla'o Hepublle of China^ to aKplore the ethnocantrisftL in American 
academic social psychology, ■ - 

The stories are read to students In the author's undergraduate classes in 
social psychologyj who then discuss the themea of the stories. Compartsona are 
caade with stories comcf^only available to children in this country* !teJor emphases 
in the stories from China include i (1) an emphasis upon helpfulness and cooperation 
in the pursuit of group goals* (2) a minimizing of roles defined by seK, age, oif 
social prestige; (3) the early introduction of children into adult roles* (4) 
error seen as ignorance, calling for reeducation rather than punishment? (5) 
care of personal and group belongings* . 

The frequency of these themes is contrasted WiCh their appearaiice in American 
children's literature* Attention is then directed to the cultural differences 
which have been noted, as thesa relate to emphases within areas of interest common 
to American social psychologists. To date attention has included the yarious 
psychological needs identified by Henry Murray , with particular attention on the 
achievement motive* Maslcw's need hierarchy is reexamined in terms of the 
orientation of the Chinese stories, and a similar reeHamination is made of Kohlberg^s 
stages of moral development* l- . ^ 



Teaching the Cultural Biases of Social Psychology (1) 



David L. Col^ 
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Over an eighteen year span of teaching social piychology, the author has becama 
Incraaslngiy concerned with the degree to which \vhat Is often taught In that course 



authorj Instructor and studanti alike* Trends of the past decade which have seiin an 
Increasing Third World consciousneis ^ as well as Increased awareness among women 
students of the sociai status of their sex^ have added to my concern that the biases 
which 1 believe are so often Imptlclt In the sobject matter of social psychology be 
brought to the student attention. 

During the past year, as a result of research by my wife and i, a medium has been 
found ^ which In two runs to date^ have proven very useful In pursuing the goals just 
described^ Over recent years, the Foreign Language PresSp !n Peking,' has been 



exporting Increasing numbers of children's stories from tha People^s Republic of 
China, Traditional ly^ Chinese chl Idren's 1 Iterature hai been strongly didactjc^ 

and the present stories are no exception. Products of a cofitrol!ed pressp they 

\ 

represent the ^- ideal society" to tha chnd In a very concrete and forceful manner* 
We have completed a survey of the themes found In W of these stories. It Is the 
characteristics of these thelites which provide thm m^in basis for discussing the 
ethnocentr Ici ty of some aspects of socia! psychology. 

Using children's llterat^jre for getting at the values and central Ideals of a 
culture Is not a new Idea of course, and so the topic can be approached through an 
existing research history, such as the work of HcCfel lai^id and otWrSg on achSevement 
motivation* Having defTOnstrated the use of stories In past research^ I then turn to 
a description of the dominant themes found In the currcint Chinese llteratyre* Work 
Is available to support the contention that the Ifteratufe exported to this country is 
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reflects a culturally biased position, a bias which can easily go unnoticed by text 
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indaed reprafentat !ve of that found inside the PRC> that the thafflei differ Ifi content 
fra?n tYmsm found in non*Co?munlst Chinase araas such as Tifv^ns and that tha themas 
found In. tha lltafature from the PRC ara strongly and sKpUcltly Maoist In amphasls* 

With this background^ and reading iayaral of the stories to Illustrate my points*^ / 
I note that the dominant themes in these stories are as follows: 

(!) Helpfulness and cooperation In pursuit of group goals. Striving for Indtvl^yal 
success does not appear In the stories. Personal gain and personal comfort are spurned 
In seeking the coniTOn good* Inclusion within the group Is taken for granted, 

(2) Hinimlzing of roles defined by sex, age, or social prestige. Wofnen are as 
likely to be the central f I gyre as men. All virtues are shared equally by the sexes. 
There is no Job or social role differenciatton between the sexes. Age'^related roles 
are not stressed. Parental roles are minimized . While there Is much evidence of 
adult concern for children, It Is a concern shared by the entire cmittuntty, and not 
centered In the parents. Persons gain prestige by their acts contributing to goal 

of the group, not by occupation^ education, or Individual achievement. 

(3) Early Intrpductlon of the child Into adult roles. Duty c^es before pleasure. 
Play has very little p?ace. Children frequently do adult jobs and share the same goals 
ai adults. Goal attai^nniant brings lavish praise^ but not material reward. The 
highest praise Is for harping proven oneself true to the Ideals of the revolution and 
thus coma to stand as an fnaplratfon far others who will follow* 

(4) Error seen as Ignorance rather than either stupidity or any flaw of personality. 
When figures In the stories do err^ It is In the form of falling to see the Implications 
of their actions for the attainment of group goals. This falling calls for reeducation, 
not puni shrrHant. No one is ever ridiculed or threatened with exclusion, 

(5) Care of personal and group possessions. Although acquisitiveness is never 
preianted as an {deal, taking care of what one swns or what the group owns Is a 
recurrent concern. Cofisplcuouii consuriiptlon Is conspicuously absent and psychologlcat 
obsoleicenca unheard of. 
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Presentation of these themas Inevitably brings from the students recol lect f ons 
of themes fr©m their own favorite chtldhood stories* A frequent ly alted source !s 
the Little Golden Books, and I have made a supply of these aval lable to the students 
Many studehts immediately find old friends among these stories. The stories are 
noteworthy in their contrast with the themes Just descrtbedi (1) Individual goal 
seeking and achieverant are frequently stressed; (2) seK| agep and status roles are 
often quite nnarkad; (3) childhood Is often portrayed as a carefree period, free froiii 
adult responsibilities; (^) naughtiness Is sometimes taken for granted and laziness 
and carelessness are frequently portrayed and punished; (5) little attentSan Is 
given to care of material objects* Themes in the American stories which had passed 
by unnoticed stand out shorply when the stories are read In the context provided 
by eKposura to the stories from China* 

It Is unusually ea&jy for the students to see similarities between the themes 
of the American storiES and their own value systems, and tha contrast between 
these and the Ideals held out In the Chinese itortes. When that has been achieved^ 
emphasis shifts to sc^ of the theories and research emphases fn American social 
psychology* To date, three avenues hive been fruitful areas for discussion. 

First, we have si^rveyed several -^f the hiost frequently researched heeds In the 
list first compiled by Henry Hurray* We look at the meaning ascribed to these 
individual needs^ and consider how they are presented in the Chinese cKi1dren*s 
literature* Need achievement Is a particularly useful example, In part because > 
of the great amount of research which has been done on the concept. In part because 
It Is very meanlngfu! to the students, and In part because that body of research 
Includes thsmes from stories and myths. It quickly becomes apparent that while 
thmrm Is something akin to achfevement striving on the part of the heros of the 
Chinese storlast It must be significantly redefined. Gone Is the emphasis on 
Individual achlevairent. Instead, one extends onaself to achieve the goals estab- ^ 
llshed by the group. That which wouldi extend or expand the role of pmrsom] gain 
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fs non-eKf stant. Reward comes only in the form of group opprovjil. 

Similar transformations are needed for praettcally every one. of the needs on 
Hurray'i list. Soma needs never find any dfrect expreiiion as felt needs In the 
Chinese stories because their fulfillment is as automat !c as breathing* Meed ,A 
affiliation and need dependence are twoj and their aucomatlc satisfaction provides 
a good take-off point for discussing concern over thsse in our own society and why 
they hava siibsequantly become of Intsrast to psychologists. 

A second Una of comparlsoR has been to turn to Maslow's need hierarchy, and 
particularly^ to consider what "self-actualization** might mean In today's Chlnssa 
society, Agalnj it becomes clear that one must be hlghfy selective In picking only 
particular parts of Haslow^s concept, and other aspects must be either minimised or 
ignored. One achieves fulfillment In the Ideal v^rld of the Chinese children's 
story only by serving the common good, and perhaps coming to symbolize self sacrifice 
to the group, 

A third area explored to date Is in connection with Kohl berg's theories of stages 
of moral development. Here, of course* the Mphasis must shift, for the Issue is not 
.whether the Chinese are capable of given levels of moral abstraction, but rather whether 
their existing value system would see the ''higher" stages described by Kohlberg as 
really desirable. It Is clear that there Is a strong moralistic strain running through 
the Chinese stories^ Indeed much more so than In the American stories, but It is 
very doubtful as to whether this iroral emphasis allows a "higher** morality than 
that representad by the teachings of Chairman Mao, 
• The aim of my approach Is to raise questions as to the extent to which values 

derived outside of science Implicitly and explicitly direct the doing of science. 
With the issue approached through exposure to the Chinese children's stories. It is 
possible to pick up on many areas of social psychology where the issue may be raised^ 
The authoritarian personality is a particularly obvious one, but small group 
research^ the debates over leadership styles, and the emphasis In attitude change 
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studies among others, allow ifin!1ar analysis* 

Whan I bagan te#ehlng soafal piyahology nwiny years ago^ the message I tried to 
give to studenti was vary clean piyehology Is a SQlenGa, The best scientific 
methodologies are exper Irr^ntal « The lab Is the best place to do eKperfments. 
Truth will be found in that way, and transported to those needing truth* Most of 
that arroginee has faded* I still try to convey the concern for a sense of evidence. 
I still present psyctology as a field constantly posing the question of how we 
decide that something Is a "fact'- about human social behavior. But ! have tempered 
my approach. ! now try to present social psychology as a product ©f Its time, and 
of the people who engage In it, I discuss how the scars of antlsemltlsm Influenced 
Freud's Interpretation of humankind, and how at a later date the same scars led to 
some assumptions in the studies of authoritarianism. I stress how a male d^lnated 
society created a male dominated science, wh|ch selected male oriented Interest 
topics. And I suggest that the values and potent lal I ties which theorists have placed 
at the apex of their concepts of human kind are themselves value Judgments derived 
from a sphere wider than psychology. In this last efforts the analyses of the 
children's stories has been parttcularly useful. 

We, of course, do not contend that the children's stories portray life as It Is, 
but rather the Ideal of which It ought to be, as seen from one perspective. Psycholo 
gists, by contrast^ frequently seek to "tell It like It Is," or at least, as they 
perceive It. But In dlscusstng human potent tal , psychologists have not been loath 
to describe an Ideal, Indeed an Ideal ostensibly uncovered by ''science." But It Is 
riot the Ideal portrayed In the Chinese children's literature. And the contrast Is 
not hard for the students to see.. 

The Issue Is not whether social psychology Is a science, but whether science Is 
culture free. The Issue Is probably not, although this Is less clear, whether the 
theorists and researchers cited recognized the cultural limits of their conclusions, 
but first whether these are regularly made clear to the itudenti, and second, whether 



a cultural alternatfve is clear enough to the students so that they can really see 
the relativity involyed, Agaln^ the Chinese storfes have provided an effective 
portrayal of such an alternative^ 

A major question however, Is whether the conclusions of social psychologists 
stajn from empirical data or from culturally determined preconceptions which subtly 
direct problem selection, research strategies, and so, conclusions. This Is the 
toughest one of all, and one f hope to leave the students pondering at the snd of 
the course- 



